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Trinity 17, 2006

Text:  Ephesians 4:1-6
We’re in this together.
1.  We’ve been placed together by one Lord.
2.  We’re bonded with people just like us.

3.  We’ve been called to live according to one hope.
Preached:  October 8, 2006 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

There’s a party game where you have to work together to put a puzzle together. Everyone gets a piece of the puzzle. You can’t talk with each other, but you just go around and look at each other’s piece and mentally figure out where your piece fits in connection with everyone else’s piece.
Or have you ever done the one—maybe in PE class—where everyone sits in a circle with their backs to one another? They link their arms and then try to stand up as a group. You can’t put your hands on the floor to push yourself up. You simply have to push backward against everyone else to give you the stability you need to stand up. Everyone must be pushing at the same time in order to accomplish the task.
Our Word of God for this morning reminds us that believers must function together as a whole. God has called us to be part of one body, where individual wants and goals don’t matter nearly as much as the good of the whole. 

This Word of God is especially appropriate for Americans living out their lives of faith today. There is nothing about the American way of life that encourages people to work for the good of the whole. Even the army today advertises itself as a place where you can make yourself into “an army of one.” All of the incentives that the advertising world presents to us again and again are to put yourself first. To consider your needs before everyone else’s. To beat everyone else out and to get as much stuff for yourself as possible.
What a different world God created His church to be. The church of God is not a collection of individual people. It is one unified whole. It is a single organism. Do you remember the picture that the New Testament uses to describe the church of God? The church is one body, the New Testament says. Each believer is simply a part in a single body. Some of us are the fingers; some of us are the eyes; some of us are the ears; some are the heart; some are the lungs; some are the stomach; some of us are the veins and arteries; some are the cells; some are the strands of DNA. Individually we are nothing. We couldn’t exist by ourselves. Together we form the body of an extremely important person. We are the body of Christ.
The Bible says that Jesus is the head. He is the leader. He is the one who keeps the body alive and functioning. He is the one who created the body. It is because of Him that the body exists. He has put it together. He has placed each part next to the parts that He knows each of us needs. We are a huge puzzle that only God could figure out to put together perfectly. And we only function perfectly when we let God do the putting together. 
I think it’s intriguing how this part of Scripture weaves the Triune God into its message. Look with me at verses 4, 5 and 6, and see if you can find the three persons of the Triune God in them:  4 “There is one body and one Spirit— just as you were called to one hope when you were called— 5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism; 6 one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.” Can you see the Triune God in the three verses? Which person comes up first? The Spirit, right? “There is one body and one Spirit.” And notice how the work of the Spirit is highlighted:  “Just as you were called to one hope when you were called.” What is the work of the Spirit? He does the calling, doesn’t He? He calls us. When we are lost in this sinful world, and lost in our own sinfulness, He calls us. He calls us out of the darkness and places us into the one body. 
And then in v. 5—who is the Lord? “One Lord, one faith, one baptism.” That’s the Son of God, isn’t it? The Son is the Lord. When we think of our connection with Jesus, we know that it is a connection of faith. We are part of Him because we believe in Him. We have been baptized with His baptism. He commanded baptism. And each of us has received that baptism. It is baptism that places us into Christ. In baptism both the Spirit and the Son of God work in people and create an inseparable bond between them and their God.

And v. 6—“One God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.” Last but not least is the Father, who is over everyone and everything. He is the Creator and the Protector. As we learned in our Christian instruction, He exists everywhere at the same time. He is “through all and in all.” Just as these three persons are intimately linked together as one God, so God has made all of us believers one unified whole. He has made us that way. He has made us to function and work together. 

He has bonded us together. He has made us to live together in the bond of peace. Look with me at v. 3. There is an important word in there that will help you to unlock the meaning of this Word of God. “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.” The word “bond” has a picture behind it. A bond is the link of a chain. Each link is a bond that holds the whole chain together. And Paul shows us in the first two verses how, in the human sense, this chain holds together. “As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love.” He says the body of Christ only holds together when each link is “completely humble and gentle.” And these are not empty word for Paul. 

The word “prisoner” that he uses in the first verse is in the Greek language virtually the same word as bond. A prisoner is someone who is bound, who is locked up in prison. Paul is making a play on words here. You must be as patient as a person in prison. There is nothing a prisoner can do about his situation. He must simply sit in his cell. The reason Paul brings up the word “prisoner,” though, is because he really was a prisoner at the time. He had been thrown into prison in Rome because of his preaching of the gospel. There are several books in the New Testament that are simply letters written by Paul when he was imprisoned for his faith in Rome. And the thing that always strikes me about these letters is that never once does Paul complain about being in prison. Never once does he say to the people he’s writing to, “Do whatever you can to get me out of this place!” He just mentions so matter-of-factly that he is a prisoner.
And notice what he does here. He doesn’t say, “As an apostle of the Lord Jesus Christ, I command you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. I command you to be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love.” No—not at all. He demonstrates to them the humility and gentleness that he’s calling on them to show. A more patient prisoner there has never been than Paul. He knows that only when people are filled with a profound sense of how others must be treated as more important than themselves that the work of the body can be carried out. 
Do you ever feel like a prisoner? Do you ever feel imprisoned by the situation God has placed you in? Do you feel so tied to others that they seem to be dragging you down? Welcome to the body! In His body Jesus has bonded together people who are just like one another. Every one of them is a sinner—just like you. You think you have problems? Many of them have even bigger problems. But tied to them, you will never sink. Because it is Christ’s body that you share with them. And it is the Lord who keeps every member of the body up. It’s the Lord who keeps each member moving in a positive direction. He gives each member the incentive and the motivation to keep going. 

It is the hope of what lies ahead that keeps us going. We know that when these temporary hardships are past a glorious relief awaits us in heaven. And it is those good things which lie before us that keep us going. We know that many of the hardships lie behind us already. But all the good things lie ahead. We have them all to look forward to. This heaven is a shared hope—something that we are moving toward not just for ourselves, but for others as well. If there is the slightest thing that we can do to point others to it, we are going to do it, because there is one hope that we have been called to.
The eighth graders of our school this year are working on an interesting goal together. After a month and a half of school, they still have perfect attendance. Every member of the class has been in school every day. No one has even been tardy. They have a positive peer pressure going on that is discouraging anyone from missing a day of school for any reason. They’re getting the hang of the idea that the best learning goes on when the whole group dedicates itself to learning.
How much stronger wouldn’t each of us be if the whole body of Christ here at St. Mark’s was unified, if each of us really understood how intimately linked we are to each other, if we worked as hand-in-glove as God intends us to? It is God who has put the body together. It is God who gives the strength and the resolve to work together. It is God who creates the common vision and goals among us. You know, it’s no wonder that the word “spirit” has taken on the second meaning that it has. Spirit originally meant the soul, the life of just one person. The spirit is the thinking and feeling part of a person. But spirit has taken on a bigger meaning. It can describe the attitude and the liveliness of a whole group of people. Especially when they’re united in purpose and have a strong conviction about something, a group of people can be said to have spirit. The best kind of group spirit comes about when God’s Spirit has worked this conviction in His people. May God work His spirit and His unity among the people of St. Mark’s, that we may accomplish great things for Him! Amen.
